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selfish director, however, might 
restrict himself to poaching the best 
staff members from the university 
without giving anything back.
Writing for the daily paper 
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung 
(FAZ), the nine university professors, 
led by biochemist Günter Blobel 
from Rockefeller University, have 
outlined what they call the “unsolved 
Max- Planck problem” of German 
research, namely the artificial 
separation between the best 
researchers and the students.
 They suggest that German 
universities will only be able to 
climb into the top 50 of international 
rankings, such as the recently 
published one from the Shanghai Jiao 
Tong University in China, if the local 
MPIs were integrated to an extent 
that they could be counted as part of 
the university for ranking purposes.
 The authors mention the planned 
merger of the Technical University of 
Karlsruhe with the nearby research 
centre into a Karlsruhe Institute of 
Technology (KIT) as an example that 
should be followed more widely. 
The KIT is one of the nine centres 
of excellence rewarded by the 
excellence initiative.
In an interview published by the 
weekly magazine Der Spiegel, MPG 
president Peter Gruss showed himself 
unimpressed. “The conglomerate 
being set up in Karlsruhe will have 
half the budget of Max Planck,” he 
said. “I am curious to see whether 
the research success will be 
comparable.”
 Gruss is all in favour of 
collaboration between MPIs and 
universities. “We provide services 
to the universities,” he insists. 
But he appears keen to keep the 
MPG as a separate organisation, 
and possibly as a lesson for 
the Länder governments — the 
state governments which are 
crucial in Germany’s federal 
system — teaching them how to 
achieve that elusive excellence in 
some of their universities as well. 
“They have to understand that 
universities can produce top results, 
but not everywhere,” Gruss said. 
“Creating contours requires courage. 
And this courage has often been 
lacking in the past.”
Michael Gross is a science writer based at 
Oxford. He can be contacted via his web 
page at www.michaelgross.co.ukA giant salamander and a tropical 
frog that can sit comfortably on a 
thumbnail are two amphibian  
species critically endangered in  
the wild and subject of a new 
campaign to help some of the world’s 
rarest amphibians.
Many species of amphibians are 
in decline around the world often for 
unknown reasons: even in apparently 
favourable habitats some species 
are just not thriving. And this group 
of animals are low on the awareness 
scale for many members of the public.
So last month the Zoological 
Society of London (ZSL) published its 
list of ten of the world’s most unique 
and threatened species as part of a 
project to highlight the growing list of 
species in serious decline.
The EDGE (evolutionarily distinct 
and globally endangered) project 
highlights these amphibians in an 
attempt to attract attention to them. 
Helen Meredith, head of the ZSL’s 
amphibian section said: “These 
amphibians are among the most 
A new campaign seeks to raise 
awareness of the plight of some of the 
world’s most endangered amphibians, 
writes Nigel Williams.
Hidden losses remarkable and unusual species on the planet and yet an alarming 85 per 
cent of the top 100 are receiving little 
or no conservation attention and will 
become extinct if action is not taken.”
A third of amphibian species are 
classified as threatened by the World 
Conservation Union, which oversees 
the Red List of endangered animals. A 
quarter of mammals and one in eight 
bird species are threatened.
The project will begin by funding 
a resident scientist for each of the 
EDGE species who will monitor and 
investigate their status. The species 
have been selected not just because 
of how endangered they are but also 
how genetically unusual they are.
One species, the olm, is a 
salamader that hunts for its prey using 
smell and electrical signals and can 
go for a decade between meals. It is 
confined to a 2,000 square kilometre 
area of the Balkans.
The list also includes the Gardiner’s 
Seychelles frog, which is the world’s 
smallest, with adults growing to just 
11 mm long and the Chinese giant 
salamander growing to more than a 
metre in length.
“These animals may not be cute and 
cuddly, but hopefully their weird looks 
and bizarre behaviours will inspire 
people to support their conservation,” 
says Meredith.Disappearing giant: The Chinese giant salamander is one species under serious threat high-
lighted by the EDGE project. (Photo: International Cooperation Network for Giant Salamander 
Conservation.)
